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ABSTRACT
This project examines environmental discourse and rhetorical appeals used on Instagram
by environmental influencers and addresses the lack of scholarship about social mobile
commerce, Instagram, and the popularity of “eco-influencers.” My research applies postcomposition studies, circulation, and visual rhetoric to two eco-influencers, Greta Thunberg
(@gretathunbeerg) and Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood). I argue that Thunberg and Clifton
employ aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetoric to educate and communicate with their following
about reducing their carbon footprint and reversing climate change. By collecting three months
of Instagram posts employed by each influencer, I identify patterns related to environmentalism,
stylistic choices in captions, and presentation of photographs. Although both influencers aim to
educate their audiences about climate change, their distinct rhetoric is emblematic of the
juxtaposing appeals made regarding climate change on social media. With the Earth’s continual
temperature rise and dichotomized politics in the United States, a generally accessible narrative
for representing nature is becoming necessary. Although my study of eco-influencers on
Instagram only points to two common discourses, scholars may benefit from continuing to
observe social media influencers and question how they represent nature and access to bridge
political divides and enact change.
Keywords: Social Media Influencers, Eco-influencers, New Public Sphere, Social Mobile
Commerce, Aesthetic Rhetoric, Apocalyptic Rhetoric, Environmental Rhetoric
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1
Introduction
Scientists and environmentalists have warned the American people, as well as the world,
that to reverse climate change substantial action must occur (Rifkin 2). In The Green New Deal:
Why the Fossil Fuel Civilization Will Collapse by 2028, and the Bold Economic Plan to Save
Life on Earth, Jeremy Rifkin provides readers with alarming evidence about climate change and
explains in detail the consequences of continuing to allow climate change to progress. He states,
“The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimated that human activity has
caused [Earth’s] temperature to rise 1°C above preindustrial levels and predicted that if it crosses
a threshold beyond 1.5°C, it will unleash runaway feedback loops and a cascade of climate
change events that would decimate the earth's ecosystems” (1-2). Rifkin’s work was written in
2019, emphasizing the urgency of his message and the relevancy of climate change today. A
January 2021 press release from NASA qualifies Rifkin’s concern and emphasizes this
generation's negative impact on the earth’s temperature by stating “Most of the [global] warming
occurred in the past 40 years, with the seven most recent years being the warmest. The years
2016 and 2020 are tied for the warmest year on record” (Greene and Jacobs). Their warnings
reiterate the anxiety I carry to this research about climate change’s impact on the future of life on
Earth and demonstrate the small but prevalent timeline in which humans must make impactful
change.
The fear and anxiety I have about climate change influences my work on a foundational
level but as a rhetorician, what drives my research are the observable differences in how
environmentalism is represented and written about on Instagram stemming from topics like
climate change and sustainability. As a frequent Instagram user, I notice a variety of posts about
environmentalism displayed in contrasting rhetorical styles. What generally differentiates these
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posts are their urgent emphasis on the long-term effects of allowing the Earth’s temperature to
continue to rise paired alongside images of damaged ecosystems. On the other hand, I notice
more casual and aesthetically styled posts that depict a user’s “green” lifestyle choices and their
praise of sustainable living. My notice of these juxtaposing discourses led me to my study of two
Instagram users who both have a large following and post about environmentalism almost
exclusively in the distinct rhetorical styles described above. The Instagram users are Greta
Thunberg (@gretathunberg) and Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood).
My research closely studies Thunberg and Clifton’s use of environmental rhetoric in a
case study from August 23 to October 31, 2019 and addresses the affordances of their rhetorical
choices. To explain and examine Thunberg and Clifton’s rhetorical choices, I pull from sources
that describe the historic use of apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric. In my case study, I closely
study the way Thunberg and Clifton speak about climate change and sustainability through their
employment of captions and photographs on Instagram. The coding scheme I use to sort the
collected data from Clifton and Thunberg focuses on the nouns and verbs both Instagram users
use to refer to the environment, who they most commonly address in their posts, and what topics
they mention frequently. Alongside my study of Thunberg and Clifton’s rhetorical styles via
captioning, I also study a few of the images they post within the timeframe of my case studies.
By choosing a case study for my research, I can clearly display the juxtaposing rhetorical styles
of both Thunberg and Clifton on Instagram and explore some of the differences, affordances, and
potential limitations of their messages.
Through my inspection of Thunberg and Clifton’s different rhetorical styles, I point to the
ways both users identify as environmentalists. However, their approaches and use of rhetorical
appeals are juxtaposing. Studying these two discourses are valuable because they display how
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nature is represented and expose the different layers of a rhetorical situation and the
complications of discourse. To better understand these rhetorical situations, I define and explore
the role of apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric on Instagram and build my coding scheme around
those styles.
By coding three months of posts and captions by Thunberg and Clifton, I find their
rhetorical strategies differ when crafting environmental rhetoric. Generally, Clifton avoids
addressing large corporations and politicians about larger environmental issues and focuses on
promoting eco-friendly products, whereas Thunberg devotes much of her time outside Instagram
hosting climate change rallies globally, calling out politicians and corporations in speeches and
captions, and traveling by sea instead of plane to reduce carbon emissions.
My study of apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric through case studies of Thunberg and
Clifton’s environmental rhetoric allows me to display modern conversations of
environmentalism on social media and how they continue to draw from rhetorical conventions
that were used decades ago. Through studying Thunberg and Clifton’s rhetorical choices on
Instagram, I find it necessary to mention how the modern adoption of social mobile commerce
influences how environmental messages are positioned. Through my studies of these different
discourses, my research turns to scholars with expertise in environmental communication and
politics and social media. My study of environmental rhetoric on social media is largely
influenced and guided by Jimmie M. Killingsworth and Jacqueline S. Palmer’s foundational text
Ecospeak: Rhetoric and Environmental Politics in America and Sidney I. Dobrin and Sean
Morey’s edited collection, Ecosee: Image, Rhetoric, Nature. The inspection of environmental
political rhetoric in discourse and visual media in both texts validates my concerns about how
nature is represented through photos and captions on Instagram. Overall, both texts help
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characterize Instagram users’ rhetorical appeals. Their scholarship also helps identify
environmental rhetoric, which can manipulate or fabricate an audiences’ understanding of nature
and non-human animals’ needs as well as help uncover the many differing discourses in which
environmentalism appears.
Although Killingsworth and Palmer and Dobrin and Morey’s inspections of traditional
and new media help build the framework for my research, their scholarship could not account for
the contemporary use of social media to discuss a plethora of topics, including
environmentalism. By studying environmental political rhetoric on Instagram, my research fills a
gap within composition and rhetoric studies regarding the ways contemporary social media users
discuss environmentalism on social media. Through my study of eco-influencers, this project
speaks to traditional eco-composition scholarship relevant to the discussion of Instagram and the
public sphere while blending in new scholarship about social media and modern
environmentalists.
My research ultimately raises questions about Clifton’s meshing of consumerism and
environmentalism and aims to discuss how access to universal sustainability may be stunted by a
consumer driven form of activism. My research cannot explain exactly why an Instagram user
responds to climate change the way they do, nor does it criticize or label the user, language, and
photos used to describe environmentalism as either correct or incorrect. Instead, my research
points to the dangers of an environmental rhetoric that relies on the aestheticization, and curation
of a lifestyle deemed as eco-friendly in comparison to an apocalyptic rhetoric that speaks of
environmental downfall and generally aims to create access to sustainability for large
populations. I also simultaneously expose how the United States’ failure to reverse climate
change and overtly disown political opinions denying climate change have largely influenced the
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eventual acceptance of environmentalists on Instagram and in digital spaces to disseminate
information about climate change to their profiles.
My Literature Review covers several areas of scholarship on environmentalism, social
media, and social mobile commerce. In “Public Sphere Shifts to Social Media,” I create the
foundation of my research to explain why studying aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetorical appeals
on social media encapsulates a larger phenomenon of social media use over more traditional
media like newspaper and radio. In “A Spectrum of Natures,” I display the various attitudes held
by Americans about nature through history and how these attitudes and ideals find themselves
intertwined through various accounts on Instagram. In “Social Media Influencers,” I explore the
role of social media influencers on Instagram and work through the characteristics of an
influencer whose online identity is based on environmentalism. This section highlights the
responsibilities and attitudes held by influencers and how they might change when speaking
about climate change regularly. In “Social Mobile Commerce,” I highlight the consumer driven
side of Instagram and uncover the more capitalistic functions of the platform. I then turn to a
discussion about the ethics of an influencer who speaks of sustainability but also encourages
their followers to purchase more products. In the sections “Environmentalism Based on Future
Action” and “Environmentalism Based on Individualism,” I provide examples of the different
ways Instagram users situate their environmentalism and questions the longevity and access of
each type. In the sections, “Aesthetic and Apocalyptic Rhetoric and Captioning,” “Apocalyptic
Rhetoric,” and “Aesthetic Rhetoric,” I compare two popular forms of rhetorical appeals used by
Instagram users to discuss environmentalism and highlight the ways they tend to juxtapose one
another. The final two sections, “Images, Circulation Studies, and New Materialism” and
“Scripto Visual Rhetoric,” articulate why photographic representations of nature are worth
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examining to better understand the rhetorical situation of the image and what the larger takeaway
insinuates about environmentalism.
My Methods and Analysis sections introduce the methods I used to collect and code
images from both Instagram users’ accounts that I study and uncover my larger findings about
environmental rhetoric on social media. In my Analysis, I focus on how Greta Thunberg and
Jessica Clifton use captioning and photography in their posts about environmentalism and bridge
the two to larger conversations about representation and access.
Ultimately, this project demonstrates how environmental rhetoric finds itself entangled in
a multitude of discourses on social media, specifically Instagram, and why it matters. My case
study of Thunberg and Clifton reveals the environmental responsibility each user assigns
themselves and the reactions from other users to their choice of rhetoric. It is clear through the
findings of my research that users prefer environmental messages that are aesthetically styled
and delivered. On the other hand, environmental messages that push against trends like the
employment of aesthetic rhetoric, are widely criticized by many.
To better explain my findings, I return to scholarship and examples of both Thunberg and
Clifton’s posts that include visual images and captioning to support my research. Through my
case study of Clifton and Thunberg and examining scholarship coming out of new materialism,
ecocriticism, and social media, my research follows the lead of previous scholars in studying the
way messages about the environment are created, what the circulation of trends and images
regarding nature could insinuate about the audience’s beliefs and attitudes, and how the public
sphere has shifted to better serve a new age digital audience. Although my case studies and
literature review analyze the positioning of messages crafted by two users on Instagram and what
they insinuate about access to environmental discourses, my research and questions raised can
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extend to larger conversations of how corporations use green marketing to build fabricated brand
identities, modern conversations of environmental politics, and overall add to the field’s
understanding of the role of influencers in delivering environmental messages to the new public
sphere.
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Literature Review
Although Killingsworth and Palmer’s Ecospeak still exists as a foundational text to
examining environmental discourse, Dobrin and Morey’s anthology Ecosee respectfully
recognizes a gap when revisiting Killingsworth and Palmer’s research almost two decades later.
Dobrin and Morey, along with authors included in the collection, recognize that because of new
media platforms, language is no longer the key rhetorical element employed in environmental
rhetoric. The creation and distribution of images and videos also influence how a person
perceives nature, just like language. In Morey’s chapter, “A Rhetorical Look at Ecosee” he
states, “Our current notion(s) of environment and nature could only have developed within a
culture of seeing and understanding nature in terms of images; this understanding, a construction
of nature through images, has direct material effects on how we treat nature” (24). Morey points
out the prevalent use of images and videos to convey a larger sense of knowing around the
environment. His emphasis on the action of “construction” through taking images or videos of a
non-human object raises questions around the ethics of representation and meaning making and
largely influences the framework of my research. My research uses Dobrin and Morey’s
anthology to inspect how environmental rhetoric functions on social media and raises questions
about how environmentalists craft messages regarding nature and non-human animals for their
intended audience.
Because Ecospeak and Ecosee greatly influence my research, it is important to note their
relationship to understand how their scholarship supports my study of environmental rhetoric on
Instagram. Killingsworth and Palmer's work focuses on the rhetorical characteristics of
environmental politics as they state, “writers on environmental issues . . . hope to influence not
only their audiences’ ethical attitudes but also the way the reader regards the entire community
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of nature” (4). Here, they describe the complexities of writing and speaking for nature and the
ethical concerns that arise when language is used to construct a reader’s understanding of nature
and raise questions about representation. Through studying captioning and the use of apocalyptic
and aesthetic rhetoric on Instagram, I inspect how nature is represented and explore the contexts
in which the use of environmental rhetoric arises and remains popular.
Although the scholarship introduced in Ecosee and Ecopseak is highly useful to my study
of environmental rhetoric on Instagram, it could not predict the invention of social media
platforms and the eventual metamorphoses of the public sphere. By using Killingsworth and
Palmer and Dobrin and Morey’s scholarship as a foundational lens, I include scholars who study
social media discourses and communication to bridge the dated environmental political
scholarship to a more relevant conversation. Exploring these topics eventually leads me to
interrogate the way new public spheres complicate conversations of environmentalism through
social mobile commerce and eco-influencers, which are defined in later sections.
Public Sphere Shifts to Social Media
Scholars must account for how politicians and environmentalists use social media to
communicate and disseminate information to large audiences because of how that information
influences the public sphere. How information is disseminated on social media is important to
address because it differs slightly from more traditional outlets of media like newspaper,
television, and radio and because it is highly accessible to people with smartphones and widely
used throughout the world (Endo 13). Politicians, environmentalists, and celebrities use social
media platforms to disseminate information about environmental politics, which drastically
differs from how people received and interacted with public information using other mediums. In
their chapter, “What Is Public Opinion? In the Age of Comlexedly-Mediated Democracy and
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Scandal Politics,” Kaoru Endo addresses this generations’ creation and preference for social
media to retrieve information, as it influences the re-shaping of America’s public sphere (13). In
Environmental Communication and the Public Sphere, Robert Cox defines a public sphere as “A
realm of influence that is created when individuals engage others in communication—rough
conversation, argument, debate, or questioning—about subjects of shared concern or topics that
affect a wider community” (30). A couple of ways social media users can engage with others in a
digital space are by having conversations through commenting on posts, direct messaging, or
interacting with others in a live stream feed.
The re-shaping of the public sphere and the communication occurring on social media is
relevant to my research because through its metamorphosis, users have gained the space and
platforms to speak and write to audiences with the breadth and influence only politicians and
large corporations once had. Through studying the transformation of the public sphere, a
rhetorician may become overwhelmed at the large quantity and velocity in which information is
shared and exchanged. Endo works through the prominent ways of distributing media throughout
history to contextualize the increasingly complex digital age in the 21st century. They state
“Today, even though many people use the internet daily, many also use mass media. The
information content of mass media is transmitted through the internet, and information from the
internet is transmitted through mass media resulting in a variety of new complexities” (Endo 13).
The “new complexities” Endo characterizes display the overwhelming amount of information
found on social media, which intermingles with mass media. For example, due to an
overabundance of information, a social media user may have a difficult time distinguishing the
most relevant or useful posts to interact with or may stumble upon misinformation without
realizing.
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A Spectrum of Natures
In studying conversations of environmentalism in the new public sphere, it is clear there
are many discourses speaking to environmental politics and sustainability in different ways.
Today, a social media user may encounter an account that refers to nature in solely a scientific
way, or on the hand, find an account that romanticizes or spiritualizes their experience with the
outdoors. To better understand and explain why differing environmental discourses exist and
why they may be harmful to the representation of nature, it is valuable to note what drives these
discourses to separate or join. Killingsworth and Palmer’s “A Continuum of Perspectives on
Nature” plots the common ways people in the United States identify nature (14). Working
through this continuum uncovers why social media users may choose different rhetorical styles
when they refer to nature. The continuum also supports why some users receive criticism on their
posts from other users about how they refer to nature and environmental crises.
Before exploring the common ideologies held by Americans introduced in the continuum,
it is worth noting the history and use of environmental politics in America. Killingsworth and
Palmer explain environmental politics in America have a long history of being ineffective: “The
polis, the ground for agreeable public action, has been divided into separate conflicting values
and its own agenda” (4). Their emphasis on discourses having conflicting agendas speaks to the
United States’ growing polarity between parties over topics that continue to remain controversial
like climate change. According to Varshini Prakash and Guido Girgenti, authors of Winning the
Green Deal, the United States government would have to employ an “unapologetically
progressive governance” as they did during the Reconstruction and New Deal eras to pass
aggressive environmental policies to halt climate change (xvi). Prakash and Girgenti point
readers to pivotal points in American history to display the alarming fact that “political
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tribalism” and “the death of bipartisan” (xvi) are ruining any chance for political parties to see
eye to eye about environmentalism and find serious solutions for climate change. By studying
the prominent ways Americans value nature, one can observe why political tribalism and
environmental stagnancy are promoted through the loyalty to these beliefs listed below.
Killingsworth and Palmer attempt to plot the most common ideologies held by Americans
discussing environmental politics by using a linear graph titled “A Continuum of Perspectives on
Nature” (14). Their linear graph includes three ideals used to represent nature: “Nature as
Object,” “Nature as Resource,” and “Nature as Spirit” (14). Within each ideal, Killingsworth and
Palmer list discourses that commonly employ the assigned belief (14). Those who view nature as
object are traditional and include mainstream scientists and government officials. Placed in the
middle of the spectrum, those referring to nature as resource are business and agriculture
industries. Lastly, those who view nature as spirit are those who subscribe to social ecology
(humanistic environmentalism) and deep ecology (wilderness ethic, nature mysticism).
Although these viewpoints help rhetoricians study and identify different delineations of
environmental rhetoric, the “Continuum of Perspectives on Nature” was not crafted in the 21st
century and fails to predict how businesses, who in the nineties were viewed as seeing nature as
solely a resource, complicate the continuum by using ideals that fall under nature as spirit and
nature as object to promote consumerism and generate profits. Concerning the ways nature is
represented by corporations and organizations, Bart H. Welling’s chapter in Ecosee explores
common patterns that emerge in the way nature is used for advertising and marketing campaigns.
Welling defines greenwashing as the action of positioning a product or service as
environmentally responsible or conscious (54). The term greenwashing encapsulates the attitudes
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and behaviors projected by many companies and will be relevant to my later discussion of
Instagram because it appears as a discourse within conversations of environmentalism.
From a rhetorician’s standpoint, the spilt in differing and complex opinions about nature
are alarming because they drive publics further away from one another and mitigate chances for
meaningful collaboration. In studying these prominent discourses from politicians about the
environmental crisis at hand and the public spheres in which information lives, the different
views on nature are hard to ignore. Recognizing how public spheres are split is important
because it speaks to the lack of a “shared sustainable landscape” (Stevens 305) as well as the
“many complexities” (Stevens 301) arising from the different reticulate public spheres and sets
the pace for my inspection of language on social media, and more specifically Instagram. In the
article, “Activist Rhetoric and the Struggle for Meaning: The Case of ‘Sustainability’ in the
Reticulate Public Sphere,” Sharon McKenzie Stevens emphasizes the problem with multiple
opposing public spheres. Her point that “[w]e’re looking for a shared sustainable landscape”
(305), speaks to the political landscape of the United States’ dichotomized politics and qualifies
Prakash and Girgenti’s fears of political tribalism (Prakash and Girgenti xvi). However, as
Stevens and Endo each point out, the overwhelming number of public discourses and polarizing
media may ruin any chance for a “shared” landscape.
In studying reactions to the environmental crisis at hand, it can be observed that each
speaker sees nature’s purpose or being in relation to humans different from the next. Considering
this spectrum of natures is important for rhetoricians to know different forms of language that
emerge from these different views and what they insinuate about the public sphere they reside in.
I will return to nature as a resource, nature as object and nature as spirit, more when introducing
my research and coding scheme in later chapters.
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Social Media Influencers
To better understand the different conversations occurring on Instagram regarding
environmentalism, one must first understand the role of a social media influencer (SMI) because
of their authority within social media platforms compared to normal social media users.
Sundermann and Raabe, authors of “Strategic Communication through Social Media Influences:
Current State of Research and Desiderata,” define an SMI as a person who gains their
prominence through work on their social media platform (279). An SMI is more approachable
and relatable than celebrities and produces their own content. This means by using narrative and
stylized posts, SMIs promote certain products and lifestyle choices to their followers. Lastly,
SMIs are not directly employed by organizations (279). Overall, Sundermann and Raabe’s
definition of an SMI describe them as figures who do not work directly for organizations but are
compensated for sponsoring or promoting the organization’s products as a fundamental aspect of
their everyday life. On Instagram, influencers promote makeup products, clothing brands,
mattresses, and nutritional supplements via their posts, stories, and live streams with brief
disclaimers that their content is sponsored.
Sundermann and Raabe’s definition provides a foundational approach to the
understanding and function of SMIs. However, I believe their definition lacks the
acknowledgement of the unique work influencers do to curate a specific aesthetic for their
profile, which can enhance their overall brand positioning and influence over a claimed lifestyle.
In the article “Aesthetic Labour in Interactive Service Work,” Chris Warhurst et al. coin and
describe “aesthetic labour,” which I believe adds a missing element to the Sundermann and
Raabes’s definition of SMI responsibilities. Warhurst et al. speak to the embodied work that
requires a worker to possess “capacities and attributes” to “look good and sound right” to reflect
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the image and supposed values of the organization that compensates them “indirectly or directly,
for their own body’s looks and affect” (2-4). Although Warhurst et al. write about general
public-facing service workers, their point that some employees employed by larger organizations
are expected to preform aesthetic labor because they represent an organization is valuable to my
research because the phenomenon finds itself entangled on Instagram through SMIs who are held
responsible for crafting messages that represent organizations. Aesthetic labor on social media
can include editing and filtering photos, arranging objects or people in a photo to make them
more visually appealing, and creating a brand or scheme for their page.
Because my research studies SMIs who speaks of sustainability, I find it worthwhile to
define and label this type of social media personality. Because environmentally-focused SMIs
have yet to appear in literature on SMI work, I propose the concept “eco-influencer” to
characterize the SMIs under investigation in this project. An eco-influencer has all the
characteristics of traditional SMIs, but their content focuses specifically on the practices they
have adopted to combat climate change and the products they use to uphold their green lifestyle.
Eco-influencers differ in rhetorical styles from other SMIs by their use of aesthetic or
apocalyptic rhetoric to try to convince their audience to act or think more critically about a future
threatened by climate change or to use and buy more sustainable products. Through emphasizing
their relationship to nature, eco-influencers position themselves to communicate the dangers of
the earth’s continual temperature rise as well as have conversations with large audiences about
the dangers of different industries viewing nature as mainly a resource. Compared to traditional
SMIs who generally only speak to their lifestyle choices like the clothes they wear, products they
use, and food they eat, it can be presumed that eco-influencers have a larger moral responsibility
to represent nature accurately.
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However, there is a loophole corporations use to profit off eco-influencers and push a
form of consumerism branded as more “eco-friendly” and “green” than other products in the
market: green marketing. According to Cox, green marketing is “a term often used to refer to a
corporation’s attempt to associate its products, services or identity with environmental values
and images. It is generally used for one of three purposes: (1) product promotion (sales), (2)
image enhancement, and (3) image repair” (373). Cox’s definition highlights the fact that green
marketing generally aims to create revenue and help corporations’ identities appear more
environmentally friendly by emphasizing their values. Although this form of marketing mainly
speaks to large corporations’ behaviors, it can be observed in the way companies use ecoinfluencers to promote their products via promotional codes, advertisements, and sponsorships to
appear more eco-friendly or to receive more sales.
Eco-influencers use a range of rhetorical styles, which in turn influences how they
represent Sundermann and Raabe’s definition of an SMI. An interesting observation my research
makes is the way some eco-influencers deny positioning themselves as “working for
organizations” or “sponsoring particular products manufactured by an organization”
(Sundermann and Raabe 373). Instead, they use their platform to communicate about upcoming
environmental rallies and information about local and global environmental policies. According
to Cox, “Their denial to participate in promoting economic growth or sales could stem from their
knowledge and sensitivity to underlying ‘corporate environmental communication’” (369),
which aims to position products and services in a more environmentally friendly way.
If green marketing is used mainly to make sales, it may be because a corporation sees
nature as an avenue to capitalize on consumers’ concerns for the future. Drawing from
Killingsworth and Palmer’s continuum of perspectives on nature in opposition to
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environmentalists, organizations use nature to mend, rebrand, and build collaborations with ecoinfluencers. However, not every organization uses “green marketing” or eco-influencers (Cox
373). Still, there are enough organizations who participate in the act of green marketing, which in
turn complicates an organization’s standing on the spectrum of environmental perspectives.
Social Mobile Commerce
While studying how influencers use their platform to communicate and craft messages to
represent organizations, it is important to note how social media and SMIS have influenced
commerce in the United States. In 2010, Instagram was created, and the platform now has
roughly 120 million active users, and like its pilot version, still centers around users sharing
photos to their profiles alongside captions (Statistica). Instagram’s large user base could explain
the emergence of social mobile commerce on the platform. According to Qin Sun and Bing Xu,
social mobile commerce refers to buying and selling goods and services through handheld
devices such as phones and tablets through social media platforms (306). They state, “The rapid
development of mobile commerce and the increasing popularity of social media and smartphones
are the impetus behind the emergence of mobile social commerce” (306). Although social mobile
commerce exists on other social media platforms, Instagram brings in the most revenue (PR
Newswire). According to Cara Salpini who describes findings from a study of roughly 2,000
participants, 72% of users in the study have made shopping decisions based on Instagram
content. These findings are relevant to my inspection of consumerism and commerce
intermingling with conversations of environmental rhetoric via eco-influencers.
Environmentalism Based on Future Action
A form of environmentalism used by some eco-influencers is one with long-term
sustainable goals. This type of environmentalism would be seen on Killingsworth and Palmer’s
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“Continuum of Views on Nature” as “Spirit and Nature as Object” because of its focus on
preserving and respecting the Earth’s precious ecosystems (14). The Institute for Sustainable
Communities (ISC) suggests this form of environmentalism generally focuses on educating a
community to, “manage[s] its human, natural, and financial capital to meet current needs while
ensuring that adequate resources are available for future generations” (Institute). Their definition
focuses on managing natural and financial resources to promote longevity and resourcefulness.
In comparison to other forms of environmentalism, the ISC focuses on a collective mentality
rather than environmentalism at an individual level. A lot of the work the ISC does centers on
large-scale projects like community economic development, clean energy transition, green
finance, and working to develop more sustainable water and urban systems (Institute).
Killingsworth and Palmer also define long term environmentalism as “a challenge to the story of
economic growth that proceeds in a never ending upward spiral” (130). They say that
sustainability “resists the metanarrative of progress” and promotes the “endurance of the
ecological systems on which human life depends” (130-131). Killingsworth and Palmers
emphasis on sustainable environmentalism “resisting” (130-131) the participation in America’s
exorbitant consumerism and growth complements the ISC’s goals and emphasizes the goals of
many environmentalists on a broader level.
Sustainable communities do not look to larger corporations who employ green marketing
and promote small-scale environmental actions like using “ecofriendly” products. Studying how
long-term environmentalism is represented on Instagram leads me to observe how sustainability
relies on communal outreach and large-scale projects while juxtaposing the short term,
individualistic forms of sustainability described in the next section.
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Environmentalism Based on Individualism
Another form of environmentalism employed more frequently by eco-influencers
emphasizes individuality over community. It is a form of environmentalism that focuses on a
series of behaviors and choices a consumer makes as a form of a conscious lifestyle creation.
According to Killingsworth and Palmer, this form of sustainability became popular in the early
1990’s and involves a “commitment to small-scale positive actions like recycling and community
education projects that focus on such issues as environmentally conscious shopping, energy
conservation in the home, and organic gardening and lawn care” (241). These “small-scale
positive actions” are still popular today and have taken on the forms of using reusable bags,
composting at home, or using green products at home like toothpaste tablets and shampoo bars.
This form of sustainability differs from the ISC’s because the long-term goals of individual
sustainability are often not discussed or recognized. Killingsworth and Palmer point out these
environmentally conscious actions were highly prominent in middle-class, suburban areas and
promoted in magazines like Reader's Digest (242). More recently, because the public sphere has
shifted to social media, conversations of environmentalism are now blended between traditional
and new media. The environmental messages once promoted in Reader’s Digest demonstrate
similar patterns seen on Instagram of blending commerce and environmental responsibility. The
targeted consumers, who are typically women, are encouraged by third parties like magazines
and now, more predominately eco-influencers, to make “sustainable” lifestyle choices to combat
a phenomenon caused by large corporations and the American government's inability to take
impactful actions. The emergence of these crafted environmental messages raises questions
about how a form of environmentalism that is catered to a middle-class, suburban demographic

20
can work for a lower-middle class family or a family facing poverty by educating audiences on
large-scale problems that cannot be reversed solely by small-scale actions.
In studying how some eco-influencers represent sustainability and environmentalism on
their social media accounts, and the popularity of brands pushing forms of environmental
rhetoric rooted in individuality, these skewed environmental messages are problematic. Such
messages minimize the value of communal sustainability and inform a person that by welcoming
small changes into their daily routine, they are contributing to a larger solution. Betsey L.
Verhoeven talks about sustainability based on consumer identity and green products in her
article, “New York Times Environmental Rhetoric: Constituting Artists of Living.” Verhoeven
inspects how sustainability is referred to on Instagram and points out the underlying harmful
characteristics of adopting small changes to enforce an eco-friendlier lifestyle. She states,
“[t]oting a canvas bag or drinking ‘Ethos’ bottled water can easily seem self-serving, concerned
more with projecting a personality onto the world, than with actual concern for the world” (22).
Although carrying around a reusable water bottle or only using toothpaste tablets to reduce
individual plastic consumption are meaningful ways to be more environmentally conscious, they
do not have the breadth of teaching a community how to recycle or improving the water system
in a neighborhood. Verhoeven’s examples are not too far from the many advertisements and
sponsored posts found on Instagram all praising sustainable products like clothing, furniture, and
beauty products. The “self-serving” environmentalism Verhoeven describes (22), unfortunately,
reflect the products and lifestyles many eco-influencers promote on their platforms.
Verhoeven’s interpretation of specific consumers may seem harsh to the eco-influencers
who dedicate their labor and efforts to posting about their sustainable lifestyles because it
discredits the good intentions of their work. However, her concerns qualify Killingworth and
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Palmer’s criticism of sustainable rhetoric, which encourages stagnancy and individualism.
Killingsworth and Palmer state that much of modern sustainable rhetoric “realistically mimics
the experience of daily life without seriously challenging. . . the values of customer mentality”
(22). Their emphasis on challenging consumer mentality speaks to the aims of apocalyptic
rhetoric and will be explored later in my thesis. By focusing and studying sustainability through
a lens that “mimics. . . everyday life,” I hope to identify eco-influencers’ actions that do not
challenge the status quo. Studying these different forms of rhetoric is relevant because they
expose multiple social media discourses about environmentalism and highlight various attitudes
towards climate change in the United States.
According to Thomas L. Friedman, who uncovers America’s “inconvenient truth,”
individual actions towards living sustainably are a nice gesture, but they do not come close to
reversing the effects of climate change. Friedman states, “We have not even begun to be serious
about the costs, the effort and the scale of change that will be required to shift our country, and
eventually the world, to a largely emissions-free energy infrastructure over the next 50 years”
(Friedman). Friedman’s statement weighs heavily when read in 2021 considering former
president Donald Trump’s dismissal of climate change and the growing temperature of the
planet, which needs reversing quickly.
By studying environmentalism based on individualism and environmentalism crafted for
communal education on Instagram, it is clear these two forms of environmentalism are driven by
different goals. On one side, environmentalism based on long-term education aims to break the
status quo and help communities learn to take care of future generations. On the other hand,
sustainability crafted for individuals promotes consumerism and survives only though sales. I
find these stark differences in sustainability intriguing but also troubling when thinking back to
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Killingsworth and Palmer’s concern for the way nature is represented. If an Instagram user
decides to follow accounts that speak only to individuality rather than community, their reality is
constructed by those views and if they choose to subscribe to them.
Aesthetic and Apocalyptic Rhetoric and Captioning
My inspection of the two forms of environmentalism that most commonly appear on
Instagram led me to notice the different rhetorical appeals commonly used by each ecoinfluencer: aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetoric. Returning to Killingsworth and Palmer, I expose
how discourses and distinctive styles of rhetoric may fail or deny conforming to particular
“ideologies” about nature (242). Killingsworth and Palmer commonly employ “ideologies” to
characterize the various beliefs about the right course of action for the Earth that emerge from
the lack of a direct answer or action to preventing climate change, which in turn leads some
individuals to adopt their own beliefs and practices about climate change and environmentalism
(14). The ability for language to either inspire an individual to change their behavior by adopting
new practices or remain unchanged depends upon its ability to “mirror daily life” (Killingsworth
and Palmer 25). Killingsworth and Palmer describe the stagnancy further when they write:
The effectiveness of environmentalist rhetoric had thus depended upon the discourse’s
ability to create valances, open links that attract individuals among the general public by
realistically mirroring the experience of daily life without seriously challenging either the
basic institution and ideologies of American life or the values of consumer mentality.
(Killingsworth and Palmer 25)
If effective environmental rhetoric, according to Killingsworth and Palmer, depends on a
discourse’s ability to mirror everyday life, aesthetic rhetoric may be more common and accepted
when referring to climate change on social media because it tends to mirror American values and
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“consumer mentality” (Killingsworth and Palmer 25). On the other hand, apocalyptic rhetoric
may tend to disrupt consumer mentality and deny traditional environmental appeals making it
more of a controversial approach to conversations regarding climate change.
Apocalyptic Rhetoric
The use of apocalyptic rhetoric in the United States dates to the foundation of the country
(McQueen 22). Apocalyptic rhetoric can be defined as “a literary style used by some
environmental writers to warn of impending and severe ecological crises, [as it] evokes a sense
of the end of the world as a result of the overwhelming desire to control nature” (Cox 67).
Apocalyptic rhetoric’s origins are rooted in biblical New Testament language and known for its
cryptic and foretelling messages (McQueen 22). Alison McQueen, in her book, Political Realism
in Apocalyptic Times, explains the origins of apocalyptic rhetoric when she outlines how the
“United States’ history of apocalyptic rhetoric in politics, rang[es] from the Puritans, who
invoked the apocalypse in fleeing England, to former Vice President Al Gore, who used biblical
allusions in describing the effects of climate change” (5-6). Her mention of Al Gore using
apocalyptic rhetoric to describe the climate crisis resonates with 21st century readers particularly
because of Trump’s dismissal of Gore’s work and his denial that the earth is facing imperative
and irreversible damage (Prakash and Girgenti 43). McQueen delineates a wide period of
apocalyptic rhetoric’s use and shows its relevance throughout American history.
McQueen defines apocalyptic rhetoric as undergoing a “process of transformation” since
its biblical foundations because “while its literal meaning is simply revelation, it has come to
describe anything from the cataclysmic end of the world prophesied in the Bible to the effects of
nuclear war or global climate to the more mundane inconveniences of severe winter storms”
(22). Although this project only focuses on apocalyptic environmental rhetoric, the idea of the
apocalypse as revelation speaks to the country’s Puritan roots and intermingling of church and
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state. Since the emergence of climate change awareness, referring to phenomena with
apocalyptic rhetoric is often interpreted as taboo and discredited by climate change critics
primarily because of its influence and urgent message (22). McQueen justifies her stance by
saying:
What these realists teach us is that apocalyptic rhetoric creates a false sense of moral
clarity. A doomsday mindset casts political conflicts as battles between “good” and
“evil,” “us” and “them,” and “salvation” and “destruction.” Once we see ourselves as
engaged in an ultimate battle against evil, we are often more willing to use terrible
means—war, torture, genocide, nuclear annihilation—to achieve our ends. (McQueen 32)
The false sense of moral clarity McQueen describes is conditioned by apocalyptic rhetoric and
easily dichotomizes groups of people and ideas from one another. McQueen’s “us” vs “them”
example speaks largely to politicians and environmentalists disagreeing over their perceived
views of nature and the victimization of political parties in the United States. These views exist
largely outside of social media, but in my study of captions, McQueen’s warnings of the dangers
of using apocalyptic rhetoric come to light when Thunberg is criticized in the comments section
of her posts. This “doomsday mindset,” from the standpoint of someone who potentially feels
overwhelmed at what to perceive about climate change, may create more of a divide in the “us”
vs “them” scenario through fear mongering. At the same time, as McQueen states, “At its best,
this rhetoric can rouse people to action” (34). This rouse to action, McQueen describes,
communicates one of the affordances of apocalyptic rhetoric.
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Rhetoricians, in tracing apocalyptic rhetoric, have noticed patterns emerging where
environmentalists turn to apocalyptic rhetoric to communicate the fear humans should have when
observing the effects of climate change on the earth (Killingsworth and Palmer 300-301; Cox
59). Although this type of rhetoric is generally interpreted as aggressive and domineering, it
could be because it disenfranchises many American’s goals to seek more capital and continue to
expand (Prakash and Girgenti 4). This capitalistic mentality pushes against apocalyptic
environmental rhetoric, which Killingsworth and Palmer state is “a movement that repositions
cultural ‘progress’ as a source of environmental collapse in order to critique the narrative of
capitalist progress many Westerners hold sacred” (128). Their definition focuses on strong
descriptors of environmental downfall that denied the neutrality many scientists and politicians
use when referring to climate change. For example, National Geographic’s Instagram account
(@natgeo) and many of their photographers focus their captions that are based on science and
historical facts (see fig. 1) and immaculate nature photography (see fig. 2). Their straightforward
and oftentimes distressing language falls in line with McQueen’s definition of apocalyptic
environmental rhetoric.

Fig. 1. National Geographic (@natgeo), 22 Nov. 2021 Instagram caption. Date accessed 12
Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/CUJb_13Ktmr
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Fig. 2. National Geographic (@natgeo), 22 Nov. 2021, Instagram caption. Date accessed 12
Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/CUJb_13Ktmr/

With figure 2, the caption emphasizes the negative effect humans have had on the planet by
describing the “vulnerable” and “weakened” ecosystem, which warns readers of an
“environmental collapse,” like Killingsworth and Palmer describe (128). Paired with the graphic
image of the forest fire, the Instagram post evokes a sense of hopelessness and fear and situates
environmental collapse as a real and prevalent issue to life as we know it.
Catherine Keller explains why apocalyptic rhetoric, over time, has been deemed
illegitimate by many non-environmentalists in the article, “The Heat is On: Apocalyptic Rhetoric
and Climate Change.” Keller explains:
It has become very difficult to distinguish between a legitimate dis-course of emergency,
and escapist movements which monger fear and misplaced hope. In the meantime, the
greenhouse skeptics, and their conservative allies use ‘apocalypse’ as the privileged term
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of denigration, while scientists try to dissociate themselves from its onus of religion and
inevitability. In other words, in the civil debates, everyone disowns apocalypse. (49)
By saying that “everyone disowns apocalypse,” Keller makes a pointed observation about how
readers and listeners respond to fear. This could explain the many negative comments that berate
content like the National Geographic post in figures 1 and 2, or why Greta Thunberg, who
commonly employs apocalyptic rhetoric is often criticized.
Aesthetic Rhetoric
Along with apocalyptic rhetoric, aesthetic rhetoric is commonly employed on Instagram
by eco-influencers. Although the type of aesthetic rhetoric my research explores differs slightly
from traditional forms, it is important to note the foundational characteristics of aesthetic rhetoric
to understand its popularity on Instagram. In, “Heidegger and the Aesthetics of Rhetoric” Joshua
Reeves and Ethan Stoneman define aesthetic rhetoric as an intersection of rhetoric and art (137138). To better illustrate the intersection created by aesthetic rhetoric, Reeves and Stoneman
state:
That is, what unifies these scholars’ conception of “aesthetic rhetoric” is less a
commitment to a set of methodological concerns or an intellectual tradition than an
interest in exploring rhetoric beyond the rational and the true. As with Ott and Keeling,
this concern often surfaces as a division of rhetoric into two distinct elements, one of
which is rational and psychocentric, the other of which is sensuous, creative, and artistic.
(138)
Reeves and Stoneman’s description highlights the two approaches to studying rhetoric: The first
being grounded and logical. The second being in the air or romantic. Their description
encapsulates the potential challenges of studying aesthetic rhetoric because of its lack of resolute
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perceptibility. Reeves and Stoneman list examples of mediums that are intentionally or
unintentionally aesthetic, such as film (or photography) and natural landscapes (137).
To better understand the characteristics of aesthetic rhetoric, I turn to the Jacques
Rancière’s The Politics of Aesthetics. Rancière defines aesthetic rhetoric when he states:
“Aesthetics refers to a specific regime for identifying and reflecting on the arts: a mode of
articulation between ways of doing and making, their corresponding forms of visibility, and
possible ways of thinking about their relationships (which presupposes a certain idea of
thought’s effectivity)” (10). Rancière’s point that aesthetic creation is the intersection between
doing and making highlights the organic yet artificial characteristics of aesthetics. An example of
how the aesthetic rhetoric’s juxtaposing traits work with one another to create aesthetics might
involve the following: An Instagram user goes out for coffee and decides to post to their account.
Before snapping a picture of their drink and pastry on the table they carefully rearrange the two
objects and clear other items off the table to ensure the picture’s focus is on their order. The
action of creating visual aesthetic rhetoric includes clearing crumbs from the table’s surface,
moving keys out of the frame, and wiping off coffee splatters from the rim of the coffee cup. An
Instagram user staging and editing a photo to make it more aesthetically pleasing is an example
of “doing and making” (Rancière 10). The Instagram user participated in “doing” a normal
action by visiting a coffee shop and ordering a drink and a pastry. However, they complicated
that action by “making” a more artistically ideal situation of their meal to represent themselves
more aesthetically in the digital world.
As Rancière suggests, studying aesthetics requires observing the relationship between
making and doing. The behavior described above is a common phenomenon used by influencers
to portray a particular brand or aesthetic. In an article describing aesthetic trends on Instagram,
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Taylor Lorenz states, “a very particular look: bright walls, artfully arranged lattes and avocado
toast, and Millennial-pink everything, all with that carefully staged, color-corrected, glossylooking aesthetic. Photos that play into these trends perform so well on Instagram that the look
became synonymous with the platform itself, then seeped into the broader world.” Paying
attention to Lorenz’s note that aesthetic trends perform well could explain why an influencer
whose income relies on social mobile commerce crafts their content to be aesthetically pleasing,
even for negative messages describing the effects of climate change. In my study of Clifton’s
Instagram account, I pull from the sources above that describe the manual creation of aesthetic
rhetoric to better understand how her rhetorical choices and style of photography create
aesthetics. In studying her content, I explore why a post using aesthetic rhetoric may perform
better than a post employing apocalyptic rhetoric.
When studying aesthetic rhetoric and making observations about the creator’s intent, it is
important to note that aesthetic rhetoric is not objectively definable. Reeves and Stoneman use
Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgement to explain why studying or making observations about
aesthetics can be consequential:
In what is arguably the capstone of this subjectivation, Kant’s Critique of Judgment
posits that aesthetic judgments of taste owe nothing to truth because they are predicated
on the subject, specifically on the subject’s feelings of pleasure in beholding the beautiful
(see Hove 2009, 105). Indeed, for Kant an aesthetic judgment is “a judgment whose
determining basis cannot be other than subjective” (1987,44). (140)
According to Reeves and Stoneman, Kant’s focus on aesthetics as having the power to make a
subject feel “pleasure in beholding the beautiful” displays the fragility of influence when it is left
up to judgment. What one user finds aesthetically beautiful and effective, another user may not.
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Because I am studying aesthetic rhetoric applied to environmentalism, it is not my goal to speak
to whether I believe a photo or video is aesthetically pleasing or beautiful. As Reeves and
Stoneman’s analysis of Kant suggests, it would be useless because of my own subjectivity
towards the photo. Instead, I speak to how social mobile commerce and trends on Instagram
promote the use of aesthetics and could potentially be harmful to the representation by the
“doing” and “making” actions humans take to combat climate change. In studying aesthetic
rhetoric by focusing on the way an image is crafted to position it more subjectively beautifully, I
examine how humans behave in digital spaces to represent the concern they have for the earth.
Through studying aesthetics, I speak to Nicolas S. Palewicz’s understanding of aesthetic rhetoric
in which, “An aesthetic orientation helps advance this kind of work by expanding our understanding of the symbolic and material capacities of rhetoric” (100). Palewicz’s view aligns with
Stoneman and Reeves’s observations that romantic and symbolic forms of rhetoric are worth
studying even though they do not have set conventions but instead position objects in meaningful
ways.
The problem with apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric is that they clash and diverge against
one another and represent different articulations of environmentalism. Although both have their
pros and cons, aesthetic rhetoric could potentially make its audience feel they have to look or
achieve a beautiful form of environmentalism to make meaningful change. On the other hand, an
apocalyptic message could make an audience feel uncertain about the future on life on earth and
feel hopeless through the circulation of images and messages of the world as we know it
deteriorating under the effects of climate change. Juxtaposing forms of environmentalism paired
with the United States’ government inability to communicate the severity of climate change are
problematic because they leave the public to decide what to do and what messages to consume.
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Images, Circulation Studies, and New Materialism
To better understand why a scholar may benefit from studying the circulation of aesthetic
and apocalyptic rhetoric on social media, I turn to Dobrin’s Postcomposition to define circulation
and explore why its valuable to the field of composition and rhetoric. Dobrin defines circulation
by stating, “Writing moves (or flows) in more efficient ways. Thus, circulation, the movement of
writing, takes center stage in understanding the current spatial characteristics of writing” (57).
His focus on circulation embodying the spatial characteristics of writing explains why a scholar
might decide to look to social media or Instagram to study how rhetorical messages are used,
crafted, and re-distributed. Dobrin provides another reason why a scholar may find this type of
study useful when he states, “[Circulation studies] allows us to sidestep the disciplinary trap of
subject, allows us to begin to theorize writing neither as process nor product but as occupying
circulating spaces within space” (58). Through sidestepping the trap of choosing one subject, my
research utilizes circulation to inspect how images and environmental rhetoric engage and take
space in the public sphere. In turn, I explore the potential ramifications for taking and
distributing photographs that involve climate change.
To better describe why studying circulation is valuable to scholars, I turn to Laurie Gries’
Still Life with Rhetoric, where she studies the circulation and remixing of the iconic Obama
“Hope” poster by Shepard Fairey with a new materialist approach. Gries defines “the crossdisciplinary agenda of new materialism” as “attempt[ing] to complicate our notions of self in
relation to the material world—to help us see ourselves as one form of matter interacting with
and transforming alongside the other matter” (86). Gries’ definition of new materialism is
valuable to the study of social media because it emphasizes the complicated relationship between
humans and the “material world” (86) like phones or social media platforms like Instagram.
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Gries’ definition of new materialism aligns with much of the work in Ecospeak and Ecosee
because of its focus on investigating notions of self in relation to the circulating matter found in a
public sphere and how a population’s rhetorical choices may influence spaces outside of those
spheres.
A new materialist approach towards environmental rhetoric on Instagram may help
researchers discover how images and texts constantly evolve to fit an audience’s needs and how
in this evolution, the environment’s needs may or may not be skewed to meet human needs. An
example of an image and text evolving to fit a human’s needs are the way people in the new
public sphere have the agency to take a photo of nature, caption the photo, and allow for other
users to re-share, re-caption, and re-circulate the images themselves with potentially false claims
or assumptions about the landscape being photographed. For example, at the start of the Covid19 pandemic in March 2020, social media users turned to social media platforms like Instagram
and Twitter to express their fear and anxiety surrounding the uncertainty of the future. Alongside
the quarantine memes, news stories, and statistics emerged various viral photos and videos of
non-human animals visiting or “re-inhibiting” once polluted or overpopulated areas. An example
of this phenomenon was a photo of a group of dolphins swimming freely in an Italian Canal
(DeSantis, “Venice hasn't seen”). The photos were captioned with something along the lines of
“Venice hasn’t seen clear canal water in a very long time. Dolphins showing up too. Nature just
hit the reset button on us” (DeSantis, “Venice hasn't seen”). DeSantis’ tweet encapsulates the
various social media posts with the concept that “nature was healing.” It can be assumed these
tweets were shared as people tried to grasp for a silver lining amidst the unusually disconnected
times of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, information like DeSantis spread was inaccurate and
some of the photos were even photoshopped (Daly). In an article titled “Fake Animal News
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Abounds on Social Media as Coronavirus Upends Life,” published on the National Geographic’s
website, Natasha Daly states, “These reports of wildlife triumphs in countries hard-hit by the
novel coronavirus got hundreds of thousands of retweets. They went viral on Instagram and Tik
Tok. They made news headlines. If there’s a silver lining of the pandemic, people said, this was
it—animals were bouncing back, running free in a human less world. But it wasn’t real.” Daly’s
emphasis on people trying to find a silver lining of the pandemic shows how photographs and
social media can be manipulated to change the way an audience perceives nature. These viral
posts are highly idealized and fabricated to fit the emotional need of their audience.
In studying conversations surrounding dire issues like climate change, it is important to
study and grasp the different media and communications that arise from them because they
encapsulate the country’s larger collective mindsets. Although new media approaches are
insightful and exciting to study, it is impossible to gather every object of matter that becomes
entangled in the material world. Gries explains, “the boundaries of case studies intent on
discovering how a thing resembles collective life throughout its lifetime are governed by
limitations such as funding, time, resources and so forth” (92). I acknowledge that my research
on environmental rhetoric only provides a small fragment of observation considering a very large
discourse on social media.
Scripto-Visual Rhetoric
Throughout Ecosee, Dobrin and Morey and contributing authors examine types of images
and videos whose construction influences and controls viewer perception and representation. In
the chapter, “Evading Capture: The Productive Resistance of Photography in Environmental
Representation” Quinn R. Gorman shares multiples examples of environmental images to show
how environmental photography is both “thoroughly realistic and thoroughly socially
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constructed” (242). Taking a photo of the environment and choosing what to include or exclude
when framing and captioning allows us to “socially construct” our photos, as Gorman suggests
(242). Gorman’s emphasis on socially constructing an image calls out the responsibility of the
image creator to accurately reflect the state of the nature being photographed and described.
Through this explanation Gorman points to the value in studying how environmental are used to
persuade audiences about the nature depicted in photographs.
To better understand how environmental images communicate to their audience, Sean
Morey explains the influence of a photographer’s bias in his chapter “A Rhetorical Look at
Ecosee” (31). Morey explains that an image’s audience situates their views through the common
thread coded in the image. Morey explains, “At a literate level of understanding, images function
according to a visual syntax, a visual coding system that can produce meaning. This is not to say
that coding is the only meaning, or even the preferred meaning” (31). Morey’s acknowledgement
that a visual code may or may not be correctly interpreted portrays disadvantages of using nature
photography to educate an audience because of the biases they could potentially influence their
observation of images and videos. My findings below in my case studies emphasize Morey’s
point that a person taking an image can manipulate or represent nature how they want their
audience to interact with it and acknowledge images can have various interpretations.
Of the different types of images taken by eco-influencers, scripto-visual images are ones
that I emphasize in this case study. In the chapter, “Ecology, Images, and Scripto-Visual
Rhetoric,” Heather Dawkins historicizes the relationship between a print culture and nature.
Dawkins says print culture is known for its use of text and images as scripto-visual ecological
rhetoric, which were used centuries ago and developed more in the 18th century as Europeans
sought out ways to represent specific regions of the world in a more scientific manner (81).
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According to Dawkins, scripto-visual ecological rhetoric can include “leaflets, calendars,
brochures, and illustrated books [which] have finely crafted conventions for combining word and
image in purposeful rhetorical address” (81). Although I am not studying tangible forms of print,
my study of popular images on Instagram are like the types of multimodal images Dawkins
describes. Posts on Instagram often employ scripto-visual characteristics, including a
combination of text and image with a strong rhetorical address. However, the images on
Instagram differ from print culture because they are distributed digitally. Posts that employ
scripto-visual rhetoric online appear generally as infographics and are stylized to appear
aesthetically pleasing and are paired alongside a caption.
Although their mode of delivery is different, digital versus print scripto-visual ecological
rhetoric function the same way and have the same aims. Dawkins uses specific examples of
scripto-visual images and describes them as attempts to encapsulate a “sublime aesthetic,” which
she defines as a “secular experience of transcendence, a feeling of being overawed while losing a
sense of oneself” (82). In her study of scripto-visual rhetoric employed in a print calendar
depicting environmental images of ecosystems or animals affected by climate change, Dawkins
explains how the calendar employs a carefully balanced aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetoric to
“protect” readers from being overwhelmed (84). When describing the organization's decision to
employ more of a sublime aesthetic for images alongside apocalyptic captioning, Dawkins
writes, “They contribute stability and continuity, they compensate for the descriptions of
modernity’s unremitting threat to the ecosystems of the planet, and they prevent the calendar
from becoming apocalyptic” (84). Dawkins' example speaks to the concerns Dobrin and Morey
emphasize when the reality of nature is constructed based on what a writer wants their audience
to take away or understand from an image and text.
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Conclusions
In recognizing the emergence of juxtaposing environmental messages delivered by SMIs
on Instagram, my research uses a range of scholarship to inspect the discourses in which the
messages live. My research synthesizes new materialism, ecocriticism, and social media studies
and follows the lead of previous scholars in studying the ways messages about the environment
are created, what the circulation of trends and images could insinuate about a rhetorical message,
and how the public sphere has shifted to better serve a new age digital audience. My literature
review introduces several areas of scholarship on environmentalism, social media, and social
mobile commerce and sets the stage for my method and analysis. I encapsulate increased use of
social media over more traditional media like newspaper and radio to situate its relevance in my
research.
By recognizing the various attitudes held by Americans about nature through history, my
research explores why a message could potentially dichotomize a discourse and how ecoinfluencers cultivate these discourses through their use of differing rhetorical appeals. Although
my research pulls from foundational ecocritics, there are gaps in my research because of my time
constraints and inability to investigate more eco-influencers and discourses other than those that
result from the use of apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric. Future research could more closely
follow the way corporations refer to nature and how they use eco-influencers to promote their
products and services or closely study the way mainstream politics entangle themselves into
discussions of environmentalism on Instagram through eco-influencers.
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Methods
Through my research I aimed to explore the ways eco-influencers address themselves in
relationship to the environment through the discourse and photographs they use on Instagram. I
chose to primarily study the language each influencer employed through captioning because
generally each influencer included more information in the text rather than in the photographs
they posted. However, the photos they do post are included in my analysis below because they
reiterate and further condition each eco-influencer’s form of environmental rhetoric. Although
environmental political rhetoric has been studied through monumental texts like Ecosee
(Killingsworth and Palmer) and Ecospeak (Dobrin and Morey), there is little scholarship and
data regarding the use of environmental rhetoric on social media. Through a quantitative and
qualitative analysis of environmental rhetoric employed on Instagram, I found my research
aligned with my literature review, and I observed political and environmental discourses in both
accounts.
I conducted my research as a case study because it helped me best display the language
and behaviors eco-influencer’s use to describe their form of environmentalism and quantify their
efforts. Although my choice to complete a case study is limited to only studying two ecoinfluencers, my findings encapsulate prominent trends performed by eco-influencers and
standard SMIs. My case studies point to common patterns and rhetorical trends emerging in
discourses surrounding conversations of environmentalism, and scholarship that align with the
findings from each.
I choose to study Greta Thunberg (@gretathunberg) and Jessica Clifton
(@impactforgood) because of their positioning on Instagram as SMIs, their interest and authority
in environmentalism, and their frequent use of either apocalyptic or aesthetic rhetoric. Overall,
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Clifton and Thunberg identify as environmentalists but employ considerably different messages
and images. Studying both Clifton and Thunberg through case studies allowed me to gather
valuable linguistic data about environmentalism on Instagram, observe the various discourses
from which their messages emerge, and make observations about the role and implications of
SMIS in the new public sphere.
I chose to collect my data from August 23 through October 31, 2019, because during this
time Thunberg travels to the United States and makes her famous speech addressed to the United
Nations on September 23, 2019 (PBS Newshour). These actions are relevant to Thunberg
because they deal with environmentalism in the United States and occasionally influence
Clifton’s language choice, which will be described in more detail in the analysis.
To organize my research, I used a Google Doc to copy and paste captions employed by
Thunberg and Clifton from August 23 through October 31, 2019. Using a mix of In Vivo and
Process coding (Saldaña and Omasta 117), I sorted through the collected data to find recurring
patterns that emerged around conversations of environmentalism. The coding scheme focuses on
ways verbs, pronouns, and adjectives are used to describe the environmental objects in captions.
Not included in my coding scheme but important to my research are a brief study of the
comments left on the Instagram posts. My choice to look for the ways Instagram users’ value and
refer to nature is informed by Killingsworth and Palmer’s spectrum of natures described in the
literature review.
To organize the data collected from captions I used two tables for each eco-influencer
with sections, “Actors,” “Intended Audience,” and “Signifying Verbs.” These sections helped me
determine the main subject and intended audience of each post. Under the “Actors” section I
coded words used to describe prominent nouns from the captions. These types of nouns typically
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included the influencer, reader, or a third party. The words coded in this section are explicitly
Thunberg’s or Clifton’s and often appear several times. The “Intended Audience” section helps
me identify the language in the captions used to describe an audience outside of the Instagram
user. This section often included a city population or addresses a larger entity like the American
government. This section is my own interpretation of the captions and could be said to be
influenced by my own subjectivity. However, my interpretation of each caption was influenced
greatly by the photograph the eco-influencer posted and along with it, patterns, or artifacts from
previous captions in the data set, and comments from other users in the comment section. I also
used my knowledge and studies of the political context relevant to the date and time of each post
to aid my analysis of each influencer. Lastly, the “Signifying Verbs” section helps situate the
actors’ section by personifying and defining their actions towards the earth. An example of a few
prominent signifying verbs are “Buy” and “failing” which are used either to describe the objects
within the image or encapsulate larger happenings outside of the new public sphere.
Creating these three categories afforded me the space to deconstruct each caption to
better understand the message crafted for the audience each eco-influencer was addressing. By
counting each time an “actor” or “signifying verb” appeared I qualitatively approach my study of
aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetoric. After presenting my quantitative data, I qualitatively
investigate my data by putting it in conversation with scholarship from my literature review. I
first introduce Thunberg with background information and then move to my analysis including
quantitative and qualitative data. I then move on to my study of Clifton and do the same. After
spending time analyzing each, I address the larger implications behind their rhetorical choices
and conclude my work.
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Photographs were used in this case study to help contextualize the analyzed captions.
Because the captions often described what was in the photographs, they acted as supplement to
the captions and were used to help frame my qualitative reading of the posts. However, the
photographs each influencer posts are important to my study of aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetoric
so in my analysis below, my research includes images both Thunberg and Clifton posted within
the timeframe of my dataset. Using scholarship that describes the common characteristics of
aesthetic and apocalyptic images, I point to how each eco-influencer uses photography to
condition their viewpoints. I found it necessary to include visuals in my analysis below to better
depict Thunberg and Clifton’s use of either apocalyptic or aesthetic rhetoric, and I explore how
these visual images communicate their rhetorical styles and representation of nature and nonhuman animals.
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Analysis
The following analysis acts as a rationale for my choice to study Greta Thunberg
(@Gretathunberg) and Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood). My analysis presents my quantitative
and qualitative research using tables, provides visual examples for both eco-influencers, and
points to reoccurring patterns in their behaviors and language they use. I first introduce the data
collected from Thunberg and my general observations of her environmental rhetoric and then
move on to discuss Clifton. After presenting my analysis of both eco-influencers, I move on to
compare their rhetorical choices and make observations about how they position themselves
differently in the new public sphere.
Greta Thunberg (@GretaThunberg)
To study apocalyptic rhetoric usage on Instagram, I archived and coded posts from Greta
Thunberg’s account. I chose Thunberg’s account because of her broad reach with a following of
over 10.6 million users and her continual criticism of politicians for doing little to nothing to
protect the Earth from climate change (@GretaThunberg). Throughout my research, I commonly
point to the fact that I am studying environmental politics in the United States. Although
Thunberg is Swedish (and not American), her name and actions since 2018 have captivated the
American media and politicians who refer to her in polarizing ways (Prakash and Girgenti 154).
Thunberg also has a large American following, travels to the United States to hold rallies for
climate change awareness and action and participates in global summits and conferences with
America and global leaders. Her popularity and notoriety can be credited to her straightforward
language and unwillingness to conform to usual approaches of environmental rhetoric on
Instagram and in person when delivering speeches. By studying Thunberg’s language, I examine
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her use of apocalyptic rhetoric and discuss some of the ways these rhetorical choices receive
harsh critics from anti-environmentalists and climate change skeptics.
Thunberg can be identified as an eco-influencer because her presence on Instagram
largely correlates with Sundermann and Raabe’s definition of an Instagram influencer but with
the additional positioning of someone who is an authoritative environmental figure. As
Sundermann and Raabe explain, a SMI is a person who gains their prominence through work on
their social media platform (236). Thunberg’s denial to participate in and promote social mobile
commerce deviates from the traditional behavior of SMIs and is one reason why I chose to study
her account. Thunberg also does not employ the aesthetic labor Warhurst et al. suggest SMIs
partake in. Her pictures seem generally unplanned and do not appear to follow a branding
scheme like other eco-influencers. Many of her photos look like they were captured on her phone
in a selfie style and visually do not appear to be staged (e.g., see fig. 3 for a photo from

Fig. 3. Greta Thunberg (@gretathunberg), 17 Sept. 2019, Instagram photograph. Date accessed
14 Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/B2g1gbbipKv/?hl=en
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Thunberg’s Instagram account at a climate change rally in 2019). It is important to note
that in my data set collected from August to October 2019, Thunberg was at sea for 10 days
while traveling to the United States and Canada and produced content only about her travels. Her
time traveling was excluded from my data set because Thunberg’s language during her trip does
not include rhetorical appeals relevant to my study of apocalyptic or aesthetic rhetoric. Once she
arrived on U.S. soil on August 28, 2019, Thunberg began her “#FridaysforFuture” climate strikes
where she traveled the country to hold protests where large populations of people could demand
change.
Nearly half of Thunberg’s content and language in captions employed from August 23rd
through October 31st of 2019 focused on the large crowd numbers that showed up at her rallies
and announcements about which city she was scheduled to host a rally at next. Thunberg’s rallies
lasted 18 days over three months throughout multiple major cities in the world. On September
18, 2019, Thunberg encouraged global participation and reported in a caption, “Early numbers
say 400’000 across Australia. 100’000 in Berlin. 100’000 in London. 50’000 in Hamburg. And
preliminary number in Germany is 1,4 million people!!! But it’s beyond huge everywhere!!!! In
every city. Every town. This picture is Athens, Greece. Together we are changing the world”
(Thunberg, “Early numbers say 400’000”). Thunberg continues to report large crowds in
countries throughout the world from September 1, 2019, through October 25, 2019, displaying
her span of influence on populations of people concerned about the climate change. Thunberg’s
style of activism encourages large populations of people to act on their fears of climate change
by demanding change on an individual, local, national, and global level. An example of the way
she educates but also makes changes to her life is her choice to sail to the United States instead
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of fly for her climate rally campaign to reduce her contributions to carbon emissions (Thunberg,
“Good news! I’ll be joining”).
Some scholars believe that a person cannot identify as an environmentalist without reexamining or challenging the infrastructure of their everyday life (Killingsworth and Palmer 14;
Verhoeven 12). Thunberg is an example of an environmentalist who actively seeks to change the
way she lives and publicly denies engaging with corporations and politicians who are damaging
the environment. Her actions speak to her use of apocalyptic rhetoric which makes strong
appeals towards referring to nature as an object and nature as spirit.
Table 1 displays larger themes identified throughout Thunberg’s captioning. Using In
Vivo and Process coding (Saldaña and Omasta 117), table 1 encapsulates Thunberg’s rhetorical
choices throughout the dataset. By coding Thunberg’s captions, I was able to identify patterns in
her talk of environmentalism and create a chart to list the three different categories which can be
used to separate her language. The chart below condenses all of Thunberg’s captioning collected
in the three-month period into three columns title “Actors,” “Intended Audience” and
“Signifying Verbs.” The data is driven apart by the “Actors” column which aims to categorize
the various and noteworthy actors within the dataset into similar groups. Although these
categories are based off my interpretation of their meaning, I used the context of the post and
paid close attention to the way the actors were positioned to create their categories. The number
represented in parenthesis signifies how many times in total Thunberg used different words.
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Table 1. Coded captions from Thunerg's (@greatthunberg) Instagram account collected from
August–October 2019.
Actors
•
•

•

“You” (35)
“Haters” (2)

Intended Audience
•
•
•
•

Signifying Verbs

Politicians
Corporations
Anti-Environmentalists
Climate Strike
attenders

•
•
•
•
•
•

“Young
People”
“Us” (8)
“Fridays For
Future” (43)

•
•
•
•

Environmental activists
Thunberg
Millennials
Generation Z

•

•
•

Future Generations
Future Activists

•

•

“Future
generations” (1)
“The world” (7)

•
•

“Our” (12)
“We” (21)

•
•

•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•
Sweden
Humans

•
•
•
•
•

“Failing” (1)
“Betrayal (1)
“Basically, do
nothing” (1)
“Go after” (1)
“Thank you” (8)
“Winning” (1)
“Starting to
understand” (2)
“Never forgive” (1)
“Draw the line” (1)
“What we need” (2)

“Upon you/them”
(2)
“Waking up” (3)
“Must lead” (1)
“Our consumption”
(1)
“Our imports” (1)
“Our aviation” (1)
“War against
nature” (1)
“Must end” (1)

Table 1 shows Thunberg’s language choices during the timeframe of my case study. It
can be observed Thunberg uses “our,” “we” “us” “young people,” nearly forty times which
evokes a sense of togetherness throughout her captioning. On the contrary, the second most
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frequently used actors are pronouns or nouns which are frequently positioned in opposition to the
“our” and ‘we” in Thunberg’s captioning. The most common example of these opposing nouns
and pronouns are the use of “you” and “haters” which are used nearly 40 times. Her
dichotomization of actors in the captions can be interpreted as political when looking closely at
the intended audience of captions that most commonly use “Our/we/us” language vs.
“You/Haters.” Through the context of her language, a reader can infer that Thunberg positions
Humans, Sweden, future generations, and activists against corporations, politicians, and antienvironmentalists.
Through the data collected in table 1, it is clear Thunberg’s language and rhetoric makes
strong appeals by placing an emphasis on the subjects “us/our” and “you” against one another in
her captioning. For example, in figure 2, Thunberg addresses the UN General Assembly council
about the disappointment herself and her generation feels about the government’s inaction and

Fig. 4. Greta Thunberg (@gretathunberg), 23 Sept. 2019, Instagram caption. Date accessed 14
Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/B2wlOVCiy3S/
inadequacy for providing solutions to climate change. As the caption in figure 4 states, Thunberg
separates the “you” from the “us” and “young people” by using negatively connoted verbs to
describe their behaviors. These verbs are “failing,” “betrayal,” and “do nothing.” Thunberg’s
practice of setting subjects apart by their perceived differences can further dichotomize
environmental discourses and set views of environmentalism apart as McQueen warned (32).
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McQueen writes about apocalyptic messages and says, “Once we see ourselves as engaged in an
ultimate battle against evil, we are often more willing to use terrible means” (32). Although
Thunberg does not use “terrible means” in a straightforward sense, her language in the caption
depicted in figure 4 captures a sense of uprising and tension with the actors through her
descriptions like “We will never forgive you” and “Change is coming whether you like it or not.”
Thunberg theoretically prepares her audience to “Draw the line” and “Come for” the politicians
who choose to continue to work against a climate change free future.
Across her dataset, Thunberg shifts her language in a more universal attempt to
characterize the large scope of the environmental problem and includes “you” and “us” to
influence the “the world” and “future generations.” An interesting observation is that she
generally ends her captions with a universal “our” or “we,” which can imply a sense of
comradery while shifting away from the dichotomy of “us” and “you.” In the timeframe of the
dataset, Thunberg has around 11 posts which employ a pattern like the one described above.
By mentioning her open criticism about politicians and practices throughout the world
and using “you” and “us” against one another, there are a significant amount of Instagram users
who criticize Thunberg in the comments section of her posts. To display the ways people,
respond to Thunberg negatively, I swept through the 5,796 comments of her post on September
17th, 2019, on a post that has over 6 million views (see fig. 5). On this day, Thunberg posts a
video and a simple caption with a that “activism works” (see fig. 6). As exemplified from
responses to that post, her critics often emphasize their distaste for her age and environmental
authority, question her intelligence, as well as criticize the way she dresses. Listed below are
comments taken from Thunberg’s September 17, 2019, post. An Instagram user comments,
“Such a shame that a child is so brainwashed” (@goldstreamplacer). Another comment states, “I
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don't take my cues and advice from child ‘activists’ who have not the history, education, or
acumen of a Billy Goat. #Veterans4Sanity” (@natures_plan). A final example of the hate

Fig. 5. Greta Thunberg (@gretathunberg), 17 Sept. 2019, Instagram video. Date accessed 15.
Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/B2hmC-GB6oU
Thunberg receives is “At least dress decent to a whatever these are like an average person would
dress better for work” (@_harry_a__a 2020). These critiques are significant because they attack
Thunberg’s intellect and agency as an environmentalist based off the way Thunberg positions
herself an eco-influencer. In comparison to other environmental discourses on Instagram,
Thunberg’s language is not soft or encompassing of any prevalent trends that SMIs or other
Instagram users participate in.
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In contrast to the comments of hate, there are users who praise Thunberg for the work she
does. For example, @genesisbutler_ comments on the September 17 post saying, “Yes!!!!
Activism does work! Thank you to all the youth climate activists for fighting for our future. It

Fig. 6. Greta Thunberg (@gretathunberg), 17 Sept. 2019, Instagram caption. Date accessed 15.
Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/B2hmC-GB6oU/
can be difficult to be a youth activist, but you all don’t give up because you know why it’s so
important to keep using your voices 💚” (@genesisbutler_). The stark differences between the
comments on Thunberg’s page expose the political tribalism Prakash and Girgenti describe and
are like the reactions surrounding the environmentalism which commonly refer to climate change
and holding politicians and corporations accountable (xvi).
By observing the comments left on Thunberg’s posts, it is clear how she positions herself
on social media makes many users agitated and angry with how she speaks about politics and
environmentalism. Thinking back to Killingsworth and Palmer’s spectrum of natures, the many
visceral reactions left on Thunberg’s posts emphasize the relevance of the spectrum of natures in
today’s political climate. It appears as if “nature as object” and “nature as resource” are still
positioned in opposing stances (Killingsworth and Palmer 14). Although Thunberg’s language
focuses on advocating for global sustainability for all, her rhetorical choices and behaviors can
be observed to further dichotomize her audience. When thinking of the effectiveness of
Thunberg’s use of apocalyptic rhetoric, as a researcher it is impossible to know an exact
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quantitative answer to the influence or effectiveness of her language. However, my observations
of comments left on various posts make it undeniable to claim her rhetorical style draws
polarized feelings from the Instagram users who interact with her profile.
Another interesting observation from Thunberg’s data set is her lack of verbs or nouns
specifically about nature. Thunberg’s captions mainly talk about environmental policy, her
climate change rallies, and various government events she attends to meet with politicians.
Although her language talks in generalizations about climate change, which in retrospect pertains
to nature, she never specifically mentions specific non-human animals and ecosystems in any of
her posts during the timeframe of my dataset, except for a handful of apocalyptic styles posts
depicting the deterioration of specific ecosystems like the Amazon Forest. Her only other
references to nature are portrait images taken of Thunberg with natural landscapes as the
backdrop. Her lack of acknowledgement of nature and non-human animals in her rhetorical style
could be inferred to be because of the climate strike rallies she hosted throughout almost the
entirety of the dataset. Out of the around 77 posts, 44 depict images of the rallies held nationally
and globally. Thunberg’s decision to position her posts mainly of the actions she, and the world,
are taking to demand change could potentially be a tactic to make her apocalyptic rhetoric more
digestible to a large audience or to an audience with eco-anxiety. However, her captions reiterate
her stance on climate change policy and her concern for the health of the planet.
Comparing Thunberg’s language to examples of rhetoricians who identify as
environmentalists and study environmental political rhetoric, it is clear Thunberg’s use of
apocalyptic rhetoric in captioning aims to grasp and educate her following about the “collective
sustainability” described in the “Environmentalism Based on Future Action” section above
(Institute). Thunberg’s strong-handed form of environmentalism denies the traditional attitudes
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of an SMI through what seems like her boycott of a customer oriented or individualistic form of
sustainability. In many ways, Thunberg’s mission to educate and advocate for a large population
is successful because of its overall accessibility to a global population. Regarding the success of
Thunberg’s apocalyptic rhetoric on Instagram, it is hard to ignore the visceral and hateful
comments left disparagingly on her posts and how they distract her audience from her overall
messages about environmentalism based on future action. These reactions, unfortunately, mark
the hesitations McQueen emphasizes when referring to apocalyptic rhetoric (22).
Jessica Clifton (@ImpactforGood)
Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood) is an eco-influencer who is based in the United States.
Clifton has a smaller following compared to Thunberg’s 14 million followers; however, she still
boasts arounds 103 thousand followers. Clifton’s bio section on Instagram states,
“🌿Sustainable(ish), 〰 Finding simplicity, 📍Bentonville, Arkansas, Inquiries:
impactforgood@no-logo.co” (@Impactforgood). In applying Sundermann and Rabe’s definition
to Clifton’s account, she can easily be identified as a SMI. Her rhetorical choices and behavior
more so align with the traditional role of an SMI rather than Thunberg. Clifton differs from
Thunberg because of the aesthetic labor she employs as well as her account’s focus on the
lifestyle aspects of climate change and the products she chooses to support her environmentally
friendly lifestyle. Clifton supports the use of social mobile commerce through sponsoring brands
like eva.nyc, bite, a sustainable toothpaste brand, spring and vine shampoo bars and many more.
By promoting sponsored products from these companies, Clifton often includes a discount code
for users purchasing an item she influenced them to buy.
Although Clifton’s content is generally about the ways she incorporates sustainable
products into her life, she also posts pictures of her family, pets, and scripto-visual images about
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social issues, and rarely, an apocalyptic styled post. It is important to note that Clifton’s inclusion
of the little details of her life, like her background story, numerous posts about her husband and
family, and cozy photos of her house make her more relatable and viewed as more trustworthy,
like Sundermann and Raabe suggest most SMIs seem to exude (278). Clifton’s inviting persona
deviates from Thunberg’s approach and encapsulates the work of traditional SMIs.
Another way Clifton operates as an SMI is through her presentation of content on
Instagram (e.g., see fig. 7 for a photo from Clifton’s Instagram of a product she promotes to her x

Fig. 7. Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood), 25 Sep. 2019, Instagram photograph. Date accessed
04 Feb. 22. https://www.instagram.com/p/B22fHi9nBiZ/
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followers.) All the photos are visually appealing and seem to follow a branding scheme
employed on her profile by recurring uses of earth toned colors and by staging the actions and
objects in each photo.
Clifton’s photos are often arranged to appear clean, simple, and generally are styled with
an indoor plant she has in her home or outside in nature. Clifton’s choices are a representation of
Rancière’s “doing” and “making” relationship with aesthetic rhetoric (10). It is clear she
purposefully arranged the objects in her photos in a more appealing and rhetorically aesthetic
way. Clifton’s aesthetic photographs are often used to promote sponsored products or provide
sustainable living tips or alternatives. As illustrated by Clifton’s image caption (See fig. 8.
Below), Clifton promotes a menstrual cup that she claims she uses regularly.

Fig. 8. Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood), 25 Sep. 2019, Instagram caption. Date accessed 15
Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/B22fHi9nBiZ/
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Her placement of a plants in the backdrop of her photo, as well as a leaf emoji in her profile’s
biography suggests she values nature. In my collection of data, in the 71 posts Clifton creates,
around 21 of her posts include a house plant or plants outside as an object or prop in her photos.
When inspecting Clifton’s choices rhetorically, her choice to create backdrops and aesthetically
pleasing scenes with plants could damage the representation of nature. According to Gorman,
Clifton could potentially be misrepresenting nature by “socially constructing” (242) it through
the construction of the objects within the images. Comparing Clifton’s behaviors with
Killingsworth and Palmer’s spectrum of natures suggest she identifies nature as object and
values its presence. However, her not so subtle support of social mobile commerce complicates
her potential perception.
Clifton’s decision to share discount codes for the products for which she is a brand
ambassador raises questions about her consumer-oriented approach to environmentalism. This
economically driven behavior qualifies Verhoeven’s ideas that modern environmentalism
succeeds by mimicking everyday life and that consumers and audiences want to “do their part”
without the painful reminder of the realness of climate change in the wake of dichotomized
politics in the United States (22). Clifton’s page, despite speaking of environmentalism, could be
considered a safe zone for those wanting to help, but not be overwhelmed by the apocalyptic
rhetoric employed by other eco-influencers.
To distinguish the aesthetic rhetoric employed in Clifton’s posts, Table 2 separates
trends in her data set. Using In Vivo and Process coding (Saldaña and Omasta 117), the table
below encapsulates Clifton’s rhetorical choices from August 1 to October 31, 2019. By coding
Clifton’s captions, I was able to identify patterns in her talk of environmentalism used to
describe her photos and create a chart to list the three different categories separating her
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language. The chart below condenses all of Clifton’s captioning collected in the three-month
period into three columns title “Actors,” “Intended Audience” and “Signifying Verbs.” The
number represented in parenthesis signifies how many times Clifton used the listed word.
Table 2. Captions coded from Clifton’s (@impactforgood) Instagram account from August–
October 2019.
Actors

Intended Audience

Signifying Verbs

•

“You/Your” (82)

•

Instagram user/audience

•

“Looking for” (1)

•
•

“I” (172)
“Me” (62)

•

Clifton

•
•
•
•

“Got these” (6)
“Haven't used” (4)
“Spend money’ (12)
“Has prevented me”
(1)
“Wear” (8)
“Buy” (16)
“Have” (44)

•
•
•
•
•
•

“Our” (18)
“The people” (3)
“We” (13)

•
•
•

Clifton and her husband
Humans
Environmentalists

•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

“The planet” (13)
“The Coral” (1)
“The ocean” (5)
“The rain forest” (1)
“It” (31)

•
•
•

The Earth
Nature
Ecosystems

•

“We're causing” 1)
“Are rising” (1)
“We’re destroying”
(1)
“We’re awakening”
(1)
“Save the” (2)

As described in table 2, Clifton’s captions refer to herself using “I” and “Me” a little over 250
times. Clifton’s language differs from apocalyptic rhetoric in the way she uses “our.” She uses
“our” mainly to refer to her husband’s and her belongings or behaviors, unlike apocalyptic
rhetoric, which uses “our” to signify a larger collective mindset. Some examples of the behaviors

56
Clifton describes with the verbs she uses are the switches her husband and herself made to live
more sustainably like using bamboo toothbrushes, reducing plastic use in the kitchen with was
wrappers for leftover food, and making “Do It Yourself” dish soap and cleaners for their house.
Clifton’s heavy use of pronouns throughout her captions are occasionally dotted with references
to the outside world or nature when she refers to “The planet” (around 13 times). She also refers
to “The coral,” “The ocean” and “The rainforest,” which were collectively used six times total in
the dataset.
Clifton deviated from her general aesthetic rhetoric in two posts on September 10 and
September 20, 2019, when she used more nouns that refer to nature over pronouns and no
nouns that describe her husband, her belongings, and her actions. On these days Clifton chose to
employ apocalyptic language instead (see fig. 9 for the posts). The caption for figure 9.a on

Fig. 9.a. Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood), 10 Sept. 2019, Instagram photograph. Date
accessed 15 Dec. 2021. https://www.instagram.com/p/B2P0ddKnlGm/
Fig. 9.b. Jessica Clifton (@impactforgood), 20 Sept. 2019, Instagram photograph. Date
accessed 15 Dec. 2021. https://www.instgram.com/p/B2pCuLKHxSw/
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September 10, 2019, says: “⚠This is not Business as usual ⚠ The coral reefs are bleaching /
Sea levels are rising The rain forest is burning / The earth is warming /And the people are
RISING / #globalclimatestrike” (@impactforgood, “⚠This is not Business as usual ⚠”) figure
9.b. on September 20, 2019 is captioned: “SAVE THE PLANET WITH YOUR DIET 🌿 / I’ve
been learning sooo much about food here recently and its impact on the planet / I think it is
incredibly interesting! So, I thought I would do some research, take some of the knowledge I
have gotten from books, and give you some very useful tips on how to eat more sustainably for
the planet. 🤓...” (Clifton, SAVE THE PLANET WITH YOUR DIET 🌿). Although Clifton’s
language changes to a more apocalyptic tone, her use of aesthetic rhetoric in her photos does not
change. Her post about “saving the planet with diet” (fig. 9.a), visualizes the spices arranged in
glass jars. The photo paired alongside figure 9.b includes Clifton against a blank wall holding a
sign that looks like it would be held at a rally. Her use of the hashtag #globalclimatestrike
suggests Clifton personally participated in Thunberg’s climate strikes in America, which were
occurring at the same time (@Gretathunberg, “Yesterday the movement #FridaysForFuture”).
Through the blending of discourses, and as Gries would suggest the circulation and remixing of
non-human agents (86), Clifton employs language like Thunberg does. However, Clifton does
not allude to Thunberg being the inspiration of the September 20 post and does not make
mention of any environmental politics.
Clifton’s use of apocalyptic rhetoric in this instance is generally supported and not
criticized by her followers in the comments. An example of one of her follower’s supportive
interactions left on the post from figure 9.b is when @artemus writes, “Awesome! Glad you were
able to represent in NYC! Will you be back home to go to the #nwaclimatestrike on the 27th in
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Fayetteville? I'm hoping to make it out there with a few co-workers!” This example is one of the
many comments from her followers who support Clifton’s mission.
Thunberg and Clifton’s use of apocalyptic language differ because Clifton’s intended
audience does not shift as she addresses her followers. Instead of addressing politicians or
corporations, Clifton uses the signifying verb “save the ______________” (Clifton, “⚠This is
not Business as usual ⚠”) to describe multiple non-human actors like coral, rain forests, the
ocean, etc. in more general way than Thunberg. Clifton’s choice to remain vague could
potentially explain why her Instagram posts tend to receive less criticism from her audience,
unlike Thunberg. Clifton’s use of aesthetic rhetoric alongside her messages of impending doom
to fragile ecosystems could potentially act as a buffer to the negative and stressful messages her
audience is interacting with. Clifton’s posts receiving less criticism could also be explained by
her avoidance to take a political stance or address users outside of Instagram. Her participation in
Thunberg’s climate strike, but her avoidance of political rhetoric in her captions, emphasizes the
lack of using controversial and shocking rhetorical appeals to maintain a curated image.
Through Clifton’s employment of aesthetic rhetoric, it appears she uses the
aestheticization of sustainability and occasional apocalyptic messages to endorse larger ideals
like saving the world and stopping climate change but not directly naming who is responsible or
which political figures have the power to reverse the effects of climate change. When thinking of
why aesthetic rhetoric is better received than apocalyptic rhetoric, I return to Lorenz’s insights
about Instagram aesthetics when she states, “Photos that play into these [aesthetic] trends
perform so well on Instagram that the look became synonymous with the platform itself, then
seeped into the broader world.” Lorenz’s description of aesthetics “seeping” into the world
outside of social media speak to new materialism and the way digital media entangles itself into
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our everyday lives (86). This entanglement could explain why a person may feel more
comfortable following or supporting an account employing an aesthetic reality—because it
mirrors their expectations or experiences in the real world. Clifton’s choice in pairing an
apocalyptic message with an aesthetic positioning of her photo could also speak to the
effectiveness of to scripto-visuals rhetoric’s ability to “protect” their audience (Dawkins 82). By
pairing aesthetic and apocalyptic rhetoric together, Clifton protects her audience from becoming
overwhelmed by her message about climate change and maintains a positive interaction with her
content by styling her photos in approachable and non-threatening ways.
Clifton’s use of mainly aesthetic rhetoric supports her curation of a sustainable lifestyle
and social mobile commerce. With Clifton’s frequently stylized posts, her language points to
actions in her daily life that lead to a more sustainable lifestyle. Her use of the signifying verbs
“wear” (8), “buy” (16), “got these” (6), and “have” (44) suggest her relationship to social mobile
commerce. Some of these actions do not involve the purchase or support of a specific product or
brand, however many of them do. An example of Clifton promoting a product on her Instagram
account happens on October 22, 2019, when Clifton states, “My next trip is about to be a bit
more rewarding (headed to Nashville for work). Stay tuned for an exciting announcement about
the iconic #AmexGreen, from @americanexpress #AmexAmbassador #ad” (Clifton, “My next
trip is about”). Clifton’s posts like this one inform her followers of the products she endorses to
cultivate a “green” lifestyle and highlight her support of brands. Her actions align with the
behavior Killingsworth and Palmer describe and were adopted by many middle-class women in
the 90s as sustainability and concerns for the environment became more prevalent (241).
Although Clifton’s actions are small-scale, I am not criticizing her for her efforts to
educate her followers about sustainable alternatives. Instead, I want to highlight the context in
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which these behaviors arise and study the difference between Thunberg’s and Clifton’s
approaches to language and images surrounding environmentalism. Historically, Clifton’s
approach of small-scale, individualistic actions to participate in environmentalism and identify
with sustainable practices aligns with the behaviors of many women in the 90’s who were
targeted by companies engaging in green marketing which would later be coined as
“greenwashing” (Killingsworth and Palmer 241; Welling 54). Clifton echoes the behavior of
many organizations before her by posting about and using her position as an eco-influencer to
promote sustainable beauty products, home products, and “upcycling” for small-scale projects
and decorations for her apartment. When thinking back to Killingsworth and Palmer’s spectrum
of natures, Clifton’s views become hard to pinpoint on the continuum because of her close ties to
organizations who employ social mobile commerce and push for continued consumption. As a
rhetorician, it is valuable to note her use of aesthetic rhetoric complements her efforts to sell
sustainable products and maintain a beautiful image.
The work both SMIs do are important to helping Instagram users navigate the many
discourses of environmentalism and access new information. However, it seems Clifton hides her
fear of “impending doom” (Cox 67) through colorful and aestheticized photos and does not
provide long term solutions or information to her viewers. The lack of long-term sustainable
choices raises questions about access and communal values of environmentalism and in turn
promotes the same form of environmentalism promoted in the Reader's Digest in the 70s (242).
Clifton’s choices are significant because they contextualize the prominence of social mobile
commerce entering the new public sphere and highlight the juxtaposing but both equally popular
messages about environmentalism circulating on Instagram.
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Research Findings
In studying apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric on Instagram, I noticed similar and
different ways both Thunberg and Clifton used the personal pronoun “you.” Thunberg and
Clifton used “you” mainly when addressing their followers directly in a non-confrontational
manner. However, there are unique situations where Thunberg addresses politicians and large
corporations using “you” who are “basically doing nothing” (@gretathunberg). On the other
hand, Clifton often shies away from denouncing politicians and making strong negative appeals
but uses her platform to educate users about sustainable practices. Her use of “you” generally
occurs when her she addresses her followers on a firsthand basis by referring to things “you
asked for,” or by being “so thankful for you all.”
My findings could be supported also by how Thunberg and Clifton commonly address
their audience. Thunberg typically addresses a larger audience about events occurring outside of
her photo like climate change rallies whereas Clifton commonly describes the actions and
products within her photos and does not deviate from other topics. Clifton addresses her
followers as if they are friends or family. This is obvious in her “Actor” and “Intended
Audience” section where she uses “I” and “Me” over 200 times and well as “you” nearly 100
times.
There are many Instagram users who criticize Thunberg for using more direct appeals
and often insult her intelligence for speaking out about climate change while others
simultaneously praise her work. In studying these comments, I find they speak to the United
States’ current political climate and expose the dichotomized discourses surrounding
environmental politic rhetoric. The climate change skeptics who frequently appear on
Thunberg’s feed highlight the country and world’s inability to find the “ground for agreeable
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public action” (Killingsworth and Palmer 4). Through studying these views, Killingsworth and
Palmer note how political bipartisanism has split citizens regarding their view on nature.
Although Thunberg receives notable hate, it is of value to mention it does not alter her use of
apocalyptic rhetoric and seems to inspire her to continue her work as she addresses her skeptics
as “haters.” Through my study of Thunberg’s language, it is clear she values environmentalism
that emphasizes access for everyone and stresses long-term goals. Thunberg’s approach could be
said to represent what is best for nature and for humans.
On the other hand, in studying the comments left on Clifton’s posts from August–October
2019, there were no negative comments. This observation most likely speaks to her avoidance of
taking a strong political stance and avoiding speaking to an audience other than users interested
in sustainable products. Instead, her use of aesthetic rhetoric seems to mirror the actions of
everyday life and aestheticizes her form of environmentalism. To a climate-anxious follower
who does not like to think about the likelihood of an apocalyptic future and wants to maintain
most of their normal behaviors while adopting new sustainable ones, Clifton’s rhetorical choices
will most likely comfort them. These two juxtaposing discourses continue to raise questions
about representation and highlight the inability for environmentalists to find similar ground to
effectively make change without being criticized. Although an aesthetic form of
environmentalism works at keeping eco-anxiety at bay, it can potentially continue to “lull” the
American public into believing climate change is continues to live in a state “scientific
uncertainty” (Gelbspan 9), and that the correct course of action is to make small scale, ecofriendly, changes into their daily routine endorsed by organizations and authorities like ecoinfluencers.
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The significance of SMI-endorsed consumer action is relevant to my work because it sets
up the eventual adoption and use of SMIS by corporations to market and advocate for their
“environmentally friendly” products. In identifying environmental discourses on Instagram, there
are conflicting thoughts on social mobile commerce and the way it is used to represent nature.
My research speaks to these conflicting discourses by showing how Clifton’s discourse is
sustained by frequently interacting and recommending products to her followers through social
mobile commerce. While at the same time, Thunberg does not rely on marketing sustainable
products to educate her audience about environmentalism and focuses her attention on planning
and participating in rallies while trying to hold politicians accountable
The shift of the public sphere towards social media engagement sets the pace for the
eventual adoption of conversations surrounding environmentalism on social media. Through my
research, I argue that eco-influencers Clifton and Thunberg have different styles of educating
their audience on environmentalism. Thunberg, who values nature as spirit and nature as object,
projects a vision for a future focused on sustainable energy and resources and the preservation of
resources to sustain the earth and people for many more years to come. On the other hand,
Clifton, who refers to nature as resource and nature as spirit, educates her audience through
describing her environmentally friendly lifestyle choices and by introducing them to new
sustainable products.
By recognizing the various attitudes held by eco-influencers about nature through case
studies and the reactions to the rhetoric they use, my research emphasizes the value in studying
these environmental discourses. Although there is a gap in my research considering I completed
only two case studies, my literature review and analysis of Thunberg and Clifton could be used
in the future to investigate more eco-influencers and environmental discourses other than those
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that result from the use of apocalyptic and aesthetic rhetoric. Future scholars could also inspect
other rhetorical forms eco-influencers use as well. My research extends outside of the
composition and rhetoric field and could be used to study marketing and communications from
large corporations who participate in greenwashing.
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Conclusion
Studying eco-influencers on Instagram made clear the many discourses arising from
conversations regarding environmentalism. The American government’s inability to address their
plan to reverse climate change as well as the re-shaping of the public sphere has evolved into
environmentalists on Instagram trying to communicate their fears and anxieties about climate
change to their followers. As the public’s uncertainty grows, discourses relying on apocalyptic
and aesthetic rhetoric for branding, messaging, and communication continue to drive apart and
clash while continuing to promote collective or individual behavioral change. Aesthetic and
apocalyptic messages are common on social media platforms and can also be spotted in grocery
store isles on product labels, in news articles, and schools.
Through studying the discourses arising from eco-influencers more closely, I begin to fill
a gap in environmental political rhetoric studies and acknowledge that the creation and use of
social media has outdated the foundational texts created by Killingsworth and Palmer, and
Dobrin and Morey’s anthology. While acknowledging the gap created in public spheres, I coined
the term eco-influencer to better describe and situate the actors in environmental discourses on
Instagram. My research of eco-influencers exposes the juxtaposing discourses that emerge from
environmentalism and uncovers the various rhetorical styles used to communicate to an
audience.
The delicacy of how these discourses are perceived can be observed in the negative
comments directed towards Thunberg’s apocalyptic approach towards environmental messages.
The hateful comments directed towards Thunberg speak to Keller’s point that “everyone disowns
apocalypse” (49). Although Keller’s statement is broad and does not apply to all forms of
apocalyptic rhetoric, their sentiment applies to controversy over images Thunberg posts and her
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strong emphasis on a short frame to save the planet. The hate towards Thunberg exposes the
political tribalism Prakash and Girgenti speak to and shadow the rhetoric Trump uses in his
tweets about Climate Change and The Green New Deal (xvi). Although Thunberg and Clifton
have diverse followers, it is noticeable how Instagram users react differently to the language and
posts they employ.
Overall, my research hopes to lead future scholars and those interested in
environmentalism to social media to observe these discourses as they will continue to evolve.
Although it is obvious there is no one answer or ultimate observation of my study of ecoinfluencers and environmental discourses, it is clear the work of environmentalists or ordinary
people who care about the earth are often stuck in a pattern of wanting to make change without
being taken advantage of by large corporations and politicians who profit off their fear rather
than enact policies to make sustainability accessible for all. However, there is hope for upcoming
generations as new policy makers aim to mend the damage done by previous leaders and begin to
lead the country towards more environmentally sound practices. Although there is a disconnect
between the rhetorical styles used to promote environmental consciousness in the new public
sphere, environmentalists in digital spaces do consider their audience and apply rhetorical
strategies that comfort them to inspire hope and encourage change; and that in itself is a small
but meaningful start.
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